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Introductian 

As   the   self-feeding  system  has    for  some  time  "been  proving  very  satis- 
factory in  fattening  hogs,    cattle,    sheep,    and  poultry,    the   thought  naturally 
has   arisen  that  it  might  also  he  a  good  procedure   to   follow  in  fattening 
rah bits  for  the  market.      The  marked  success  attained  hy  this   system  in  fatten- 
ing stock  and  poiiltry  is  largely  "because  each  animal  ha.s   opportunity   to   select 
the  particular  kind  of  feed  its   hody   requires   at  a  given  time,    and  "because  it 
eats   frequently  and  slowly  and  masticates   its   food  thoroughly. 

If  given  a  choice  of  feeds,   would  rahoits  have  the  ability  to    select 
a  "balanced  ration?     V/hat  feeds   would  they  select?     Would  rolling,   grinding, 
or  pelleting  the   feeds   "be  "beneficial   to    them?     How  many  different  kinds  of 
feed  would  "be  necessary  to  supply  them  with  the  proper  nutrients?      Could  the 
natural  scratching  ha  "bit  of  the   ra"b"bit  "be  overcome  and  the  feeds  made  avail- 
a-ble  at  all  times  xi^ithout   "being  v/asted? 

To  answer  these  questions   ana  to  detennine   the  value  of  the  self- 
feeding  system  for  ra"b"bits,    numerous   experiments   have  been  conducted  at   the 
United  States  Rabbit  Experiment  Station,,    at  Pontana,    Calif.,    during  the  pa.st 


two  years.      After  many  attempts   by  the   trial   and  error  method,    a   self- 
feeding  device  was    constructed  that  made    it  possitle   to  keep  the   various   con- 
centrated  feeds   at  all   times   before   the   rabbits.      Preliminary  trials   consisted 
of  placing  a  variety  of  feeds    in  the    separate    compartments    of  the   self-feeder, 
supplying  different   combinations,    and  allowing   the    rabbits   to   select  and  balance 
their   own  rations. 

Feeding  Grains   and  Milled  Products 

_    The   rabbits    showed  a  marked  preference   for  certain  grains.      There  was, 
however,    considerable   variation   in  the    quantities   of  grain   consumed  by  the 
individuals   from  day  to   day.      On  the   average,    the    rabbits   ate    considerably 
more   oats   than  any  of  the   other   grains;  wheat  and  milo  ivere    cons'omed  in  about 
the    same   proportion  and  xvere   the    second   choice;   barley  proved   less   acceptable; 
and  cracked  yellovf  corn  was   practically  ignored. 

Rabbits    of  all  ages    consistently  selected  the  whole    grains   in  preference 
to   the    ground,    rolled,    or   pelleted  forms »     All   the    rabbits   practically  ignored 
any  finely  ground   feed  offered.      Carefully  controlled  tests   demonstrated  that 
grinding,    rolling,    or  pelleting  the    cereal   grains   did  not  add  to   their   feeding 
value.      In  fact,    it  required  more   of  these  milled  products   than  of  the  T/hole 
grains   to  produce   a  unit  of  gain  in  live  weight. 

Ifheat  bran  was    consumed  in  very  small   quantities.      The   bran  constituted 
only  2-1/2  percent  of  the   concentrate  part  of  the   ration  solo  etc d  by  the    rabbits 
No  adva.ntage  viras    derived  from  including  so    small  a  proportion. 

Feeding  Plant  Protein  Supplements 

The   rabbits   a.te   sparingly  of  plant  protein  meals,    such  as   peanut  and 
soybean,   and  the   question,  arose   as   to  whether  these   supplements  are   necossarjr 
in  a  wholo-grain-alfalfa- ration;    or  vfhothor  the   rabbits   ate   so   little   of  thorn 
because   of  a  dislike  "for  finely  ground  foed.      The   protoin  moals  wore  m.ade, 
v/ithout  any  binding  material,    into   pellets   3/l6   inch  in  diamotor  and  about 
l/S   inch  long  and  wore   placed  in  the    self-feeders.      Immediately,    the    rabbits 
took  the   protein  pellets   readily  and  ignorjd  entirely  the   same   foods   in  meal 
form.      Some  variation  in  the    choice   of  those   different  pollotod  m-oals-%'7as 
shown,   but  on  the   average   the   pellets  wore    selected  in  tho   following  order: 
Peanut,    soybean,    sesame,    linseed,    cottonseed,   and  hcmpsced. 

The   rabbits    consumed  a  considerable    quantity  of  the   pollotod  proteins-. 
An  experiment  ytcs    conducted  to   doterminc  how  important  additional  protein  Is 
in  a  whole-grain-alfalfa  ration.      One    group  of  does   and  their   litters  ivas    self- 
fed  a  ration  of  whole    grains,    alfalfa  hay,    groon  feed,    and  block  salt.      The 
fryers   from  this  lot,   when  weaned  at   &6   days   of  ago,   vroighed  an  average   of  3-, 39 
pounds.      The   average    quantity  of  food  required  to   produce    1   pound  live  vreight 
of   fryer  rabbit,    from  the   time   of  mating  tho   does   until  iToaning  the    litters,   was 
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2,62  pounds  of  concentrates  and  1.40  pounds  of  alfalfa  bay.     Another  lot  of 
does  and  their  litters  was   fed  the  same  ration  plus  a  pelleted  plant  protein. 
The  fryers   from  this  lot  averaged  3.97  pounds  in  weight  at   56  days  of  age. 
In  this  group,  2.54  pounds  of  concentrates  and  1*04  pounds  of  alfalfa  hay 
were  required  to  pro  dace  1  pound-  live  weight  of  fryer  ra'b'bit. 

It  will  "be  noted  that   the  addition  of  the  protein  pellets  to   the  whole- 
grain-alfalfa  ration  improved  it  materially  and  that  the  ra"bbits  receiving 
this  ration  gained  mach  more  rapidly  and  required  less  feed  to  produce  one 
pound  of  gain. 

Number  of  Feeds  Necessary  for  Ration 

Various   combinations  of  whole  grains  and  pelleted  protein  supplements 
were  used  in  the  self-feeders   to  determine  how  many  kinds  of  feed  were  neces- 
sary for  satisfactory  and  economical  gains  in  live  weight.     At  least   tv/o  kinds 
of  grain  and  one  pelleted  plant  protein  supplement  v;ere  found  desirable   for 
feeding  with  alfalfa  hay,   although  the  addition  of  one  or  two  other  types  of 
grain  gave  a  variety  to  the  ration. 

Self- feeding  Fryer  Babbits 

The  best  quality  of  fryer  rabbit  in  the  Pacific  Coast   region,    as  xirell 
as  in  many  other  parts  of  the  United  States,    is  one  that  iia.s  a  live  \ireight  of 
about  4  to  4  l;i^4  pounds  at  two  months   of  age,   is  well   finished,   and  mil  dress 
out  a  carcass   (including  the  liver)   of  2  1^4  pounds.     Q;uality  and  finish  of 
carcass  are  of  prime  importance. 

Utility  breeds  are  generally  used  for  producing -fryers.     The  Hew  Zealand 
whites,   a  breed  in  which  the  does  average  10  to  12  pounds  at  maturity,   were 
used  in  the  self-feeder  experimental  work. 

From  the  time  they  were  mated  until   they  kindled  the  does  were  hsjnd- 
fed  once  a  day  in  feed  crocks   or  troughs  and  v;ere  restricted  to  0.16  pound 
of  a  concentrate  mixture,    consisting  of  equal  parts  by  weight  of  vrhole  oats, 
wheat,  barley,  milo,   and  a  pelleted  plant  protein  meal,   0.24  pound  of  a  good 
quality  of  r.lfalfa  hay,   and  0.10  pound  of  green  feed.     IvTiite  block  salt  and 
water  were  available  a,t  all  times.     As   soon  as  a  doe  kindled,   the  hand- fed 
ration  \iras  discontinued  and  she  was  given  a  self-feeder  in  which  xr^ere  placed 
in  separate  compartments  the  \irhole  grains — oats,   v;heat,  milo,   and  barley — and 
a  pelleted  plant  protein.     One-tenth  poiind  of  green  feed  was  fed  daily  to  the 
doe  and  this  quantity  was  increased  as  the  litter  developed.     Alfalfa  hay, 
block  salt,   and  water  were  before  the  rabbits  at  all  times. 

The  young  began  to  eat  just   as   soon  as   they  came  out  of  the  nest  box. 
For  some  time  they  consumed  as  much  of  the  pelleted  plant  protein  as  of  all 
6f^;the  grains  combined.     As   the  litter  developed  the  protein  consumption 
gradually  decreased  and  that  of  the   grains  increased. 
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The  rp.tion  selecfed  "by  the  doc  and  her  litter  fi*6irL  the   time  of  ■ 
kindling  until   the  litter  v/aS;  v/eaaed  had  a  ran^e  in'  nutritive  ratio  of 
1:2.,66  to  1:3,00  as   the'.yauiig' ..rsTDbits.  grei'?,    that  is,    the   ration  contained 
1  part  of  digestible  protein,  to   2.66  cr  3.00  parts   of  digestiljle   carbo- 
hydrates and  fa-ts. 

''  (The  litters  were  v/eaned  at  56  days  of  age  and  the  does  wore  mKted 
at  that  time.  The-  self- feeding  was  discontinued  and  the  does  v/e re  again 
hand-fed  the   restricted  ration.      '        •■  ■     "    '■■'    •'    ■ 

In  previous   fryer-production  studies  at  the  .Rabbit  E^cperiment  Station, 
does  and  their  litters- ■'.vore  hand- fed  13  different   rations,    conx)oscd  of  rolled 
or  groimd  cereal  grains  nvith  protein  supplements,    alfalfa  hay,    green  feed,    ard 
salt,    and  for  the  most  part  having  a 'nutritive  ratio   of  Ij^.TO.      In  all   ctises, 
the   qua.ntity  of   concentrates  supplied  v/as   so   regu.lated  tha.t  a  good  quality 
alfa.lfa  hay  comprised  exactly  60  percent  of  the   ration.      The   fryer"  rabbits 
averaged  3.25  pounds  live  v/eight  \-fb.en  wcanod  56   to  65  'days  cf  age.      The 
carcass  yield  of  these   fryers  varied  from  42  to   51  percent   of  their  live 
v;eight.      In  these   tests   2.12  pounds   of  concentrates  and  3.18  pounds   of  cdfalfa, 
hay  were   required  to  produce  1  po^ond  of  fryer   rabbit. 

Several  hundrv^d  fryers,    avera^ring  4.04  po-inds  et  56   days   of  age,    vrere 
produced  vdth  the  self-feeder  system.      On  the  average,   2.50  po-unds  of  con- 
centrates and  1.04  pounds   of  alfalfa  hay  were   required  to  produce  1  pornd  of 
fryer.     It   should  be  noted  that   these  rabbit  when  self- fed  actually  co;isuKed 
nearly  2  l/S  times   as  m^ach  of  the  concentrates  as   alfalfa  hay.      This  heavier 
grain  and  protein- supplement   consumption  is  naturally  conducive   to  more   rapid 
gains  and  results   in  a  higher   finished  carcass   than  i-'hen  the  m-sjor  part  of   the 
ration  is   a  roughage.     The-  carcasses  of  these   self- fed  fryers  \-re re- uniform, 
exceptionally  well  finished,   and  of  a  pc^irly  v.'hite  color,    the  fe.t  \^ell  .-dis- 
tributed throughout,    and  the  carcasses   v;ere  '-Tell   covered  over  the  region  of  the 
shoulder,    the   ribs,    ,and  the  tail  head.      The  carcass  yield  of  the   self-fed  fryers 
varied  from  50  to   57  percent  of   their  live  v/eight. 

Although  in  self-feoding  there  is  an  increased  consumption  of   the  more 
expensive   concentrates,   it   is   believed  that  \-dth  the  noriaol   relative- prices  of 
concentrates  and  alfalfa  hay  Ti-evailing  in  most  sections  of  the   country,'  a 
pound  of  high-quality  rabbit  meat   can  be-  prodace'd.  more  economically  by  this 
method  than  by  restricting  the   concentrrites,      Sxtremely  high  prices   for   con-  ■ 
centrates   and  lo'-/  prices   for  alfalfa  hay  might  malce  the  use  of  a  self-feeder 
impracticable   from  the   economic   standjioint.  .  ■     ■ '     '     '    ■ 

The   self-feeding  system  has  practicalJ.y  eliminated  the  human^  factor 
in   feeding  operations   and  has  made  it  possible   to  produce   consistezitly  a 
standardized  and  superior  quality  frj'-er. 
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Self-feeding  Iioapter  Babbits 

In  some  sections  oi  the  United  States  large  rabbits  are  popular  for 
roasting.  Well-finished  carcasses  weighing  from  5  to  6  poir-ids  or  even  more 
are  desired. 

An  experiment  was  conducted  to  determine  the  value  of  the  self-feeding 
system  for  producing  roester  rabbits.   Forty- four  56~day-old  ITev..-  Zealand  does, 
with  an  average  weight  of  U.2S  po^juads,  were  given  self-feeders  containing  three 
or  more  grains  and  a  pelleted  plant'  protein,  each  in  a  separate  compartment. 
Alfalfa  hay,  block  salt,  and  water  were  available  at  all  times.   Jne-tenth  .. 
pound  green  feed  war-  fed  daily. 

The  hh   self-f-d  does  attained  an  average  weight  of  9*7  pounds  in  102 
days  (varying  from  79  to  117  days,  inclusive).  One  pound  of  gain  in  live 
v/eight  required  5-5  pounds  of  concentrates,  2.33  pounds  of  Ifalfa  hay,  and 
l.S  pounds  green  feed.   These  rabbits  were  exceptionally  v/ell  finished  at  the 
end  of  the  experimental  period  and  the  C'-.rc.TSGes  (including  the  liver)  v;ere 
from  60  to  65  percent  of  the  live  weight. 

Precautions 

The  self-feeding  system  is  primarily  adtipted  to  raising  rabbits  for 
markets   This  system  is  not  recoramend-^d  for  feeding  dry  does  or  herd  bucks, 
or  for  developing  breeding  bucks  and  does.   The  full  feeding  of  these  classes 
of  rabbits  would  result  in  their  attaining  a  higher  degree-  of  condition  than 
is  ctesirable  for  breeding  rabbits. 

The  does  should  be  carefully  v/atched  the  first  few  days  after  kindling. 
If  the  size  of  the  litt-r  is  materially  reduced  for  any  reason,  or  if  the  doe 
produces  more  milk  than  the  young  will  consume,  it  may  be  necessary  to  adjust 
the  size  of  the  litter  by  transferring  young  from  another  litter  or  to  restrict 
the  doe's  ration  for  a  few  days  to  check  the  heavy  milk  secretion  and  avoid 
udder  com.plications  that  might  follov/. 

The  self-feeder  is  not  adapted  for  use  with  a  mixed  ration  that  can 
be  separated  by  the  rabbits,  as  the  rabbits  in  their  search  for  the  more 
palatable  kinds  of  feed  will  scratch  out  and  waste  considerable  of  the  ration. 
On  the  other  hand,  when  the  different  grains  cind  protein  supplements  are  placed 
in  separate  compartments,  so  that  the  rabbits  have  free  access  to  any  kind  of 
feed  at  all  times,  they  v;ill  consume  the  particular  feed  they  desire  and  the 
quantity  wasted  will  be  negligible. 

Advantages 

The  advantages  of  the  self-feeding  system  a.re: 

1.   The  self-feeding  system  has  proved  satisfactory  in  developing  fryers 
and  roasters  for  market. 

_  R  _ 


2.  It  prevents  waste  and  contamination  of  feed  and  requires  less 
feed  than  the  hand-feeding  system  to  produce  a  unit  of  gain  in  live  'Areight. 

3.  Self-fed  ralDhits  gain  more  rapidly  in  v/eight  than  hand- fed  rahbits. 

4.  Self-feeding  saves  much  lahor  and  makes  possible  a  consistently 
high-quality  market  product. 

5.  Self-fed  rahhits  attain  a  high  degree  of  finish.  Self-fed  fryers 
give  a  carcass  yield  of  50  to  57  percent  of  their  live  weight  and  roasters 
60  to  65  percent. 

6.  The  self-feeder  prevents  inefficiency  and  carelessness  in  feeding 
during  the  finishing  period. 

Construction  of  Self-feeder 

The  self-feeder  is  simple  in  design  and  can  he  constructed  by  any 
tinsmith.   The  accompanying  drawings  contain  informabion  concerning  the 
materials  requ.ired,  the  method  of  construction,  and  the  maaner  of  attaching 
the  feeder  to  the  hutches.  The  one  herein  designed,  vrhen  filled  about  t\-f±ce 
a  week,  has  a  capacity  sufficient  to  furnish  a  doe  and  her  litter  \-rith   all 
the  concentrates  required,  None  of  the  compartments  should  ever  he  allovred 
to  become  empty. 

It  is  important  that  in  constricting  the  self-feeder  the  angles  of 
the  sides  and  the  size  of  the  throat  for  each  particular  type  of  feed,  be 
as  indicated  in  the  drawings,  otherv/ise,  the  feed  may  move  too  freely  and 
be  wasted,  or  the  hoppers  may  become  choked  and  the  feed  fail  to  be  made 
available. 
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